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Too Little Credit, Too Much Work, and Not Enough
Groups! A Deep-Dive into Data on the Challenges
Women in Agriculture Face

Feed the Future is making a splash in the world of development data. Through this U.S. Government initiative, we’ve
championed the collection and use of quality data in all of the work we do to generate quality evidence, strategically inform
the design of our programs, and ultimately have a greater impact women’s empowerment, along with food security and
nutrition.

In partnership with the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) and the Oxford Poverty and Human Development
Initiative, Feed the Future developed the first-ever comprehensive and standardized measure that directly captures data on
women’s empowerment and inclusion in the agriculture sector, called the Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index
(WEAI). 

Last year, we published a baseline report that summarized the findings from a WEAI survey in 13 Feed the Future
countries. We analyzed the data across countries and found that too little credit, too much work, and a lack of membership in
social and economic groups are the main constraints to women’s empowerment in agriculture.

But that’s not all. Dive deeper into the WEAI results with us with these 10 charts.

How do we measure empowerment?
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First, some background. The WEAI is made up of two sub-indexes: the five domains of empowerment index and the gender
parity index.

As its name indicates, the first assesses women’s empowerment in five domains: production, resources, income, leadership
and time.

We measure the five domains using 10 indicators, whose corresponding weights you can see in the chart above. We give
each indicator a value of 1 if the survey respondent has exceeded a given threshold for the indicator and a value of 0 if the
respondent falls below the threshold. The weighted sum of these 10 indicators makes up an individual’s empowerment score.

The second index, the gender parity index (GPI), measures women’s empowerment relative to that of men by comparing the
five domain profiles of women and men in the same household.

We then calculate the weighted average of the two indexes to construct the overall WEAI. This gives a broad picture of
women’s empowerment by showing not only the proportion of women who are empowered and have gender parity, but also,
for the remainder of women, the depth of their disempowerment and gender disparity. Values for the WEAI and its sub-
indexes range between 0 and 1, with higher numbers (like 0.98) indicating greater empowerment.

It’s worth noting that while we’ll talk about country-by-country results here, what we actually measured with the WEAI
baseline survey is empowerment within specific regions of each country. We call these “Feed the Future zones of influence”
and they represent the areas where Feed the Future targets its work.

You can explore more by visiting WEAI 101 on the IFPRI website.

How did each country score? 

The chart above summarizes WEAI scores by region and divides them into high, medium and low (empowerment) rankings.
Bangladesh has the lowest WEAI score at 0.66 while Cambodia has the highest at 0.98. As you can see, no global pattern
emerges regarding the scores. This isn’t surprising given the diversity of the countries included and the Feed the Future
zones in them.

http://www.ifpri.org/book-9075/node/9077
http://www.feedthefuture.gov/sites/default/files/pictures/WEAI_totalscores.jpg
https://feedthefuture.gov/article/too-little-credit-too-much-work-and-not-enough-groups-deep-dive-data-challenges-women
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The real value of the WEAI is realized when we dive a little deeper...

Which indicators contribute most to disempowerment across countries?

This colorful table shows the contribution of each indicator to women’s disempowerment and, if you look closely, contains a
wealth of information. You’ll notice that women in Bangladesh are more disempowered than women in Cambodia. And then
you might notice that access to credit (light blue), group membership (dark green), and workload (burgundy) contribute most
to women’s disempowerment.

What’s really interesting though is to examine the individual indicators. For example, although Ghana and Kenya have very
similar scores, their disempowerment composition differs. Autonomy in agricultural production and ownership of assets
contribute more to disempowerment in Ghana, whereas speaking in public and workload are greater constraints for women in
Kenya. 

What else did we discover about women’s disempowerment?

http://www.feedthefuture.gov/sites/default/files/pictures/WEAI_disempowermentindex.jpg
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Access to and decision-making power over credit is the top contributor to women’s disempowerment. This table also shows
us that credit ranks among the top three contributors to women’s disempowerment in nearly all the countries surveyed.
Across countries in Asia, group membership is actually the primary constraint to women’s empowerment, whereas across all
countries surveyed in Africa, credit ranks among the top three.

What about men? 

http://www.feedthefuture.gov/sites/default/files/pictures/WEAI_TopContributors_Women.jpg
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A key innovation of the WEAI is that we administer the survey to both the primary woman and the primary man in the same
household. This means the data collected for the WEAI could feasibly be used to construct a MEAI! But for now, we analyzed
the data to also report on the greatest constraints to men’s empowerment. 

Interestingly, all countries except Liberia ranked group membership as a top contributor to men’s disempowerment. This
table also shows us that workload ranks as the second-most binding constraint to men’s empowerment and is among the top
three contributors to disempowerment in all countries except Cambodia, Honduras and Tajikistan. 

What might affect empowerment?

http://www.feedthefuture.gov/sites/default/files/pictures/WEAI_TopContributors_Men.jpg
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To answer this question, let’s look at education. How does education affect women’s empowerment? The associations
between women’s empowerment and education are generally quite strong and intuitive, though there are exceptions. Lower
scores (disempowerment) are associated with higher proportions of households in which members have no education or the
highest level achieved is only primary education, as noted in the chart above.  

http://www.feedthefuture.gov/sites/default/files/pictures/WEAI_householdsprimaryedu.jpg
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Higher women’s empowerment scores are associated with higher proportions of households in which members have
secondary education, although Cambodia and Kenya appear as outliers: both have secondary education rates of
approximately 25 percent but vastly different WEAI scores.

Let’s take a look at the data in a different way. 

What might result from empowerment? 

http://www.feedthefuture.gov/sites/default/files/pictures/WEAI_householdssecondaryedu.jpg
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Here, we examine two Feed the Future indicators for maternal behavior: minimum acceptable diet and exclusive
breastfeeding. The first indicator measures the proportion of children 6-23 months of age who receive a minimum acceptable
diet, apart from breast milk, and tracks progress on improving this key quality and quantity dimension of children’s diets. The
second indicator measures the percent of children 0-5 months of age who were exclusively breastfed, a practice that
provides children with significant health and nutrition benefits.  

What we found is that there is a strong positive relationship between female empowerment and the prevalence of children
receiving a minimum acceptable diet. That is, the countries with higher female empowerment also have higher prevalence of
children receiving a minimum acceptable diet. 

http://www.feedthefuture.gov/sites/default/files/pictures/WEAI_MAD.jpg
http://feedthefuture.gov/sites/default/files/resource/files/ftf_handbook_indicators_october2014.pdf
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We also found a strong positive relationship between higher female empowerment and higher rates of exclusive
breastfeeding for children under 6 months old, noted in the chart above.

How is the WEAI making a difference?
Perhaps the biggest splash we’re making though is how we’re using the WEAI baseline results to improve Feed the Future’s
work. By better understanding women’s empowerment and the dynamics around it in these countries, we’re better able to
target our development efforts to address the greatest constraints women (and men) in agriculture face.

Let’s revisit Bangladesh, which received the lowest WEAI score. The WEAI results prompted the Feed the Future team there
to design a project focused on women’s empowerment. Through targeted efforts such as training and technical assistance on
entrepreneurial literacy, leadership and life skills, Feed the Future is addressing the top constraints to empowerment, as
identified by the WEAI, that women in Bangladesh face. Other Feed the Future countries are similarly diving into the WEAI
data to inform programming.

Through Feed the Future, we’re working to create lasting reductions in global poverty and hunger by boosting inclusive
agricultural growth and improving nutrition, particularly for women and children. Evidence already shows that when the
status of women is improved, agricultural productivity increases, poverty is reduced, and nutrition improves. To achieve Feed
the Future’s objectives, we need to empower women.

Diving into the WEAI data has given us crucial insights into empowerment and is helping us monitor progress toward this
goal.

Find all the data and the full baseline report on the Feed the Future website. 
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